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It  is  a  rare  opportunity  to  consider  the  work  of  two  artists 
not  obviously  connected  by  style,  period,  or  affiliation. 
Yet  the  sculpture  and  works  on  paper  of  Isamu  Noguchi 
(1904-1988)  and  Ellsworth  Kelly  (b.  1923)  pair  together 
effortlessly,  each  artist's  work  informing  the  other  in  a 
refreshing  play  of  subtle  curves  and  commanding  volumes. 
Though  Noguchi  and  Kelly,  a  generation  apart,  matured 
under  very  different  circumstances,  both  forged  an 
abstraction  grounded  in  nature  and  in  keen  observation, 
both  sought  out  the  elemental  core  of  simple  objects  and 
organic  forms,  and  both  believed  in  truth  to  materials. 
Each  artist  worked  alternately  in  two  and  three  dimensions, 
preferring  detail  over  complete  image  and  shunning 
figuration  in  favor  of  abstraction. 


Correspondences 
Isamu  Noguchi 

and 

Ellsworth  Kelly 


For  Noguchi  and  Kelly,  two  staunch  individualists, 
the  years  they  spent  in  Paris,  at  far  remove  from  popular 
currents  in  American  art,  proved  to  be  instrumental  in  the 
development  of  their  artistic  languages.  Noguchi  came  of 
age  as  an  artist  in  1927,  at  twenty-three,  when  he  was 
awarded  a  John  Simon  Guggenheim  Memorial  Fellowship 
to  study  art  in  Paris.  An  apprenticeship  with  modernist 
sculptor  Constantm  Brancusi  fixed  his  commitment  to  a 
spare,  reductive  aesthetic.  Following  this  apprenticeship, 
Noguchi  executed  a  series  of  black-and-white  gouaches 
that  would  lead  to  his  first  abstract  sculptures. 

Two  decades  later,  the  twenty-five-year-old  Ellsworth 
Kelly,  on  a  Gl  Bill  stipend,  left  behind  the  gestural  expres- 
sionism of  his  New  York  peers  and  embraced  the  elements 
of  pure  abstraction  then  predominant  in  the  art  of  postwar 
Paris.  Though  Kelly,  too,  fell  under  the  spell  of  Brancusi's 
monumental  sculptures  after  a  pilgrimage  to  the  master's 
studio,  he  was  equally  attracted  to  the  biomorphic,  free- 
form  paintings,  sculptures,  and  reliefs  of  Jean  Arp,  Sophie 
Taeuber-Arp,  and  Joan  Miro.  So  seminal  were  these  prece- 
dents that  Kelly  now  views  his  plant  drawings,  which  he 


Ellsworth  Kelly,  Locust,  1966 


began  in  1949  just  a  year  after  his  arrival  in  Paris,  as  the 
basis  for  all  his  later  work. 

Noguchi  and  Kelly  committed  themselves  to  a  lifelong 
study  of  nature  and  its  sensuous,  elemental  forms.  Some 
of  Noguchi's  earliest  memories  are  of  the  sea,  woods,  fields, 
and  stones  of  Japan.  Later,  he  collected  books  on  botany 
and  zoology,  studying  the  structures  of  complex  microcosms 
and  applying  his  knowledge  to  sculptures  such  as  Humpty 
Dumpty  in  which  individual  elements  are  assembled  into  a 
unified  whole,  each  critical  part  relying  on  and  at  the  same 
time  balancing  the  others. 

Ellsworth  Kelly,  growing  up  in  rural  New  Jersey,  recalls, 
"I  spent  all  my  spare  time  looking  at  birds  and  insects." 
He  soon  developed  a  passion  for  the  precise  and  delicate 
renderings  of  birds  and  plant  life  published  by  John  James 
Audubon  in  the  1830s  and  1840s.  In  the  early  1960s, 
Kelly's  acute  eye  for  the  subtle  contours  of  nature  and  the 
materiality  of  organic  form  led  to  a  group  of  painted  reliefs, 
his  first  freestanding  sculptures.  Whites,  when  viewed  from 
above,  has  been  likened  to  two  intersecting  lily  pad  leaves. 
But  seen  from  other  perspectives,  its  tilted  and  cantilevered 


emblematic  forms  provide  an  ever-changing  organic  abstrac- 
tion. Kelly  began  to  work  in  weathering  steel  not  long  after 
his  move  to  rural  upstate  New  York  in  1970.  In  an  untitled 
work  of  1983,  a  gentle,  subtly  curving  shape  suggests  the 
arc  of  a  hillside. 

The  work  of  both  Isamu  Noguchi  and  Ellsworth  Kelly 
cannot  be  defined  within  reigning  styles  of  their  times.  Each 
found  inspiration  in  ancient  structures:  Noguchi  identified 
strongly  with  primitive  forms,  noting,  "The  more  archaic 
and  primitive,  the  better  I  like  it";  Kelly  looked  toward 
Pre-Columbian  art,  finding  the  "anonymous  stonework" 
and  the  "object  quality  of  artifacts"  more  compelling 
than  much  of  the  art  of  his  own  time.  It  is  not  surprising, 
then,  that  the  power  of  both  these  artists'  work  lies  in  its 
simplicity  and  clarity  of  form.  Each  in  his  own  way  evolved 
an  abstraction  that  fuses  modern  and  historical  impulses 
and  hovers  in  the  narrow  gap  between  the  geometric 
and  the  organic. 


-  Beth  Venn 


Ellsworth  Kelly,  Whites.  1963 


Isamu  Noguchi,  Endless  Coupling,  1957 


All  works  are  in  the  Permanent  Collection  of  the  Whitney  Museum 
of  American  Art.  Dimensions  are  in  inches,  followed  by  centimeters; 
height  precedes  width  precedes  depth. 

Isamu  Noguchi  (1904-1988) 

Paris  Abstraction,  1927-28 

Gouache  on  paper,  25  u/i6  x  19  u/i6  (65.2  x  50) 

Gift  of  The  Isamu  Noguchi  Foundation,  Inc.  94.31 

Paris  Abstraction,  1927-28 

Gouache  on  paper,  25  'Vie  x  19  3M  (65.2  x  50.2) 

Gift  of  The  Isamu  Noguchi  Foundation,  Inc.  94.32 

Paris  Abstraction,  1927-28 

Gouache  on  paper,  25  5/8  x  19  3/4  (65.1  x  50.2) 

Gift  of  The  Isamu  Noguchi  Foundation,  Inc.  94.33 

Humpty  Dumpty,  1946 

Ribbon  slate,  59  x  21  l/2  x  19  >/2  (149.9  x  54.6  x  49.5)  overall 
Purchase  47.7a-e 

Celebration,  c.  1952 

Bronze,  17  13/i6  x  20  x  1  '/2  (45.2  x  50.8  x  3.8) 
Gift  of  Howard  and  Jean  Lipman  91.34.4 

Endless  Coupling.  1957 

Iron,  96  x  13  3/4  x  13  3M  (243.8  x  34.9  x  34.9)  overall 
Gift  of  Howard  and  Jean  Lipman  78.72a-f 


Ellsworth  Kelly  (b.  1923) 


Untitled,  1962 

Graphite  on  paper,  28  V2  x  22  9/ie  (72.4  x  57.3) 

Purchase,  with  funds  from  the  Drawing  Committee,  The  Lauder  Foundation, 
Evelyn  and  Leonard  Lauder  Fund  and  Kathleen  Fuld  99.48 

Briar,  1963 

Graphite  on  paper,  22  3/8  x  28  3/8  (56.8  x  72.1) 

Purchase,  with  funds  from  the  Neysa  McMem  Purchase  Award  65.42 

Whites,  1963 

Painted  aluminum,  23  x  70  V2  x  105  '/2  (58.4  x  179.1  x  268) 

Purchase,  with  funds  from  the  Howard  and  Jean  Lipman  Foundation,  Inc.  68.47 

String  Bean  Leaves  I,  1965-66 

Lithograph:  sheet  and  image,  35  7/i6  x  24  9/is  (90  x  62.4) 
Purchase,  with  funds  from  the  John  I.H.  Baur  Purchase  Fund  90.3 

Locust,  1966 

Lithograph:  sheet  and  image,  24  >/8  x  35  3/8  (61.3  x  89.9) 
Purchase  70.29 

Untitled,  1983 

Cor-ten  steel,  100  x  78  x  3  Vie  (254  x  198.1  x  7.8) 
Gift  of  the  artist  and  Elliot  K.  Wolk  93.68 


Ellsworth  Kelly,  Untitled,  1983 


Whitney  Museum  of  American  Art  at  Philip  M 

120  Park  Avenue  at  42nd  Street 
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